such straightforward identifica read as a rueful and ironic sign a wholehearted statement of aff 'the only confessional poet', Sex received relationship between h boundaries of the mode as conv her own distinctive poetics-fo The claim to be the 'only' co conveyed elsewhere-and persi her poetry is something quite ne prescience the particular signific her writing signs that 'the "c something, and I think we h interview with William Heyen Sexton reiterates and elaborates on her own statement:
Well, for a while, oh for a long while, perhaps even now, I was called a 'confessional poet.' And for quite a while I resented it. You know, I thought 'Why am I in this bag? ' And then I kind of looked around and I thought 'Look, Anne, you're the only confessional poet around.' I mean I don't see anyone else quite doing this sort of thing.
Here too, however, Sexton's apparent affiliation with the 'confessional' label is tempered by the understanding that the label does not quite fit, that her work transgresses or exceeds the limits of the mode. As she concludes: 'and then as years go by I get into new themes, etcetera, etcetera, and really don't think about what I am. You know it shifts anyway.'5 Sexton's relationship with what has been labelled 'the confessional mode' is, then, more problematic than has conventionally been recognized.6 In order to do justice to Sexton's complex, idiosyncratic, and elusive poetics, it is necessary to identify and evaluate contemporary definitions and conceptualizations of confessionalism and to indicate the ways in which they have influenced subsequent readings of her poetry. The discussion which follows of the work of M. L. Rosenthal (who was instrumental in naming the mode), Robert Phillips (author of the first, and indeed only, full-length study of it), C. B. Cox and A. R. Jones (authors of two influential Critical Quarterly essays), and A. Alvarez (who, in a variety of media, popularized the term) confirms the value of questioning the validity of the term 'confessional' as a descriptor of Sexton's poetry.7
Moreover, in the light of what J. Hillis Miller, Antony Easthope, Thompson designate a 'paradigm shift' in approaches to writing (tha post-humanist development of a diverse and challenging range theories and practices), it is necessary not simply to reassess the re between Sexton's writing and confessionalism, but to re-evaluate co alism as a whole.8 The question then becomes not whether Sexto falls within the parameters of the mode, as conventionally unde whether recent critical thought (specifically, Michel Foucault Gilmore on confessional discourse) requires us to redraw these p Might such a reappraisal permit us, at last, to offer a full and fair According to Rosenthal, the author's 'private humiliations, suffer psychological problems' are central to the poem. This marks a reduc indeed pathological, reading of the text--one which finds an echo in they represent the only contemporary overviews of the genre (American comment through shorter reviews, or at a rather later date) and made a significant contri debate. Sexton refers frequently to Critical Quarterly, suggesting at one point tha seem to read ... The English seem to take me seriously. U. possible to read and respond to the text while retaining a cordon sanitaire? Spacks proceeds to lament Sexton's 'increasing slovenliness' before admonishing her to strengthen her control over her mental-and physical-excesses:
'art requires more than emotional indulgence, requires a saving respect for disciplines and realities beyond the crying needs, the unrelenting appetites, of the self'.27 Such anxieties, I would argue, are not only experienced by Sexton's readers, but also inform Sexton's own ambivalence about her work, emerging in her poems in scatological and visceral metaphors, and in images of the self as that what a poet has to say is more important than how he says it.'33 of course, difficult readings to square with Sexton's profoundly selfpurposive, and complex poetics. Moreover, they are contradicted by subsequent declaration: 'clearly it takes a highly disciplined and info to probe dispassionately and successfully into the extremes of in
The reductio ad absurdum of such views is reached in Alvarez's assertion that 'a major test of originality is not a question of form but of psychic exploration, not of artifact but of the artist's identity '.34 As Alvarez's own argument demonstrates, these are problematic distinctions either to draw or to maintain. How can we distinguish between the text and the 'identity' which allegedly lies behind it? How can we know this identity without first encountering the 'form' or 'artifact'-that is, the text? The 32 Alvarez, however, is less specific than Phillips, who was later to identify confessional poetry as the product of 'post-Christian, post-Kennedy, post-Pill America' with a confidence which belied the inaccuracy of his chronology: The Confessional Poets, p. xiii. Here, perhaps unwittingly, Alvarez has lighted on one of the most striking and fruitful of the more recent theorizations of confession. His comments anticipate Michel Foucault's understanding of the importance for the completion of the confession of the relationship between subject and reader, penitent and confessor.
Foucault's understanding of confessional process offers a valuable means of repudiating the critiques discussed thus far, and provides a source of insight into Sexton's own complex and sophisticated poetics. It is thus necessary to quote him at length:
The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile; a ritual in which the truth is corroborated by the obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order to be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which the expression alone, independently of its external consequences, produces intrinsic modifications in the person who articulates it: it exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it unburdens him of his wrongs, liberates him, and promises him salvation.
For Foucault, as for Sexton, confession is not a means of expressing the irrepressible truth of prior, lived experience, but rather a 'technique . . . for 35 'Beyond All This Fiddle', 231. producing truth'.37 Confession is not an unpredictable symptom of emotions, it is a 'ritual'. The confession is generated and sustained n profundity of need or strength of compulsion of the author, b discursive relationship between speaker, text, and reader-penite sion, and confessor. 'Kind Sir, These Woods' renders explicit the presence of the confessor (here, a 'Kind Sir') whose acceptance of the confession is n for its success. This is Foucault's 'partner who is not simply the int but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appre The formality of 'Sir' denotes authority, while 'kind' connotes the p desire to please. 'Kind Sir' presents us with what is, in archetyp nightmare scene, yet this literal and metaphorical loss of self i paradoxically, a 'technique' for finding oneself. Foucault's 'ritu dramatized as a childhood game: 'It was a trick I to turn round once you were lost.' The poem emphasizes not the horror of being los bravery of the search for the way out, but the process by which on activate this crisis. The references to the literal or metaphorical loss 'game' and a 'trick', and the idiom of the nursery rhyme ('the fores Dingley Dell I and grandfather's cottage') undermine the alleged inev and necessity of the trauma and show the speaker to be an active an participant in the game. 37 The History ofSexuality, vol. i: An Introduction (Harmondsworth, 1981; repr. 19 Becoming lost is a strategy, not than seeking the way out of the in. She seeks not therapy or an terms it), but an attenuation commented, here confirming T seeing-this was Freud's basic i Second, we have the process of introspection. Although her eyes are sealed, she has gained insight from the technique of looking inward (a confirmation of the literal and metaphorical relationships between sight, insight, and foresight, and truth and soothsaying, which emerge repeatedly in Sexton's poems). Finally, Sexton's speaker acknowledges-albeit only to belittle them--contemporary readings of the courage and bravery of the confessional search:
And opening my eyes, I am afraid of course to look-this inward look that society scornsStill, I search in these woods and find nothing worse than myself, caught between the grapes and the thorns.
This rhetoric of courage and bravery is typical of readings of confessionalism, even to this day.39 'Courage' is the only quality which James Dickey concedes 38 Rose, States of Fantasy (Oxford, 1996) , 144. Confessional Poetry?', is the view that 'the writing of a confessional act of courage'.42 As this indicates, the epithet 'courageous' is judgement. It implicitly accepts the value of the act of confession, a its putative honesty and sincerity-if it were not believed, it wo called 'brave' but rather deceitful or self-justifying. It is a credulou which would accept as a sign of courage that which might, in successful act of deceit or subterfuge. Thus Sexton's long poem ' Image', which reflects on a mother's self-imposed separation from h daughter, is typically approved as a supreme act of bravery rath impressive and effective obfuscation. Such readings suggest that standing the difficulties entailed, there is something worthy and be about the confession. For Foucault, of course, it is precisely these ba difficulties which construct and validate what we take to be 'courag we take to be truthful; a quality to which it is related, hence Dickey's 'candor' and 'courage'). As Foucault suggests in the comments cit confession is 'a ritual in which the truth [or the subject's b corroborated by the obstacles and resistances it has had to sur order to be formulated'.
In 'Kind Sir', Sexton's speaker claims to be 'afraid', although the weakness of the adjective, and the dismissive rider, 'of course', belie any real sense of terror. Further, 'of course' reads as a concession to the expectations of her audience rather than a credible statement of her own position. Indeed, she indicates that such fear as exists is not a consequence of her own encounter with the anticipated object of her search, but a product of her anxiety about the audience's condemnation (society's 'scorn'). If we are to understand the confessional text not as the compulsive expression of the prior experience of the author, but as a gesture which achieves its meaning and status as confession only in the process of being received or read, then it is arguable that it is the audience, and not the experience, which induces fear.43 Her milieu is the caves and woods-a secret domain away from the civilized, public world-and her achievement is the production of naive, 'primitive' (a label which Sexton was proud to accept) craft objects (the 'skillets' and 'carvings').45 Pointedly, however, this is a craft which is artful (there is no functionality to 'carvings'). Equally, Sexton's is an art which is finely crafted, skilled, deliberate, and in its own way profoundly productive-the 'disaligned' are comforted, or realigned, by her endeavours:
I have found the warm caves in the woods, filled them with skillets, carvings, shelves, closets, silks, innumerable goods; fixed the supper for the worms and the elves: whining, rearranging the disaligned.
Indeed, 'Her Kind' concedes the vital role played by the confessional audience, or 'disaligned'. If there is a compulsion or imperative behind confessional poetry, might it not be the imperative to respond to, and alleviate, the demands and needs of this audience? That the beneficiaries of this confession (the 'worms and the elves') are 'whining' (the syntax is ambiguous, rendering 'whining' applicable to subject and object alike) indicates that the relationship between the speaker and audience is viewed with some ambivalence.
In the final stanza, the speaker proclaims-and the emphatic use of the past tense confirms-her transcendence of the prohibition against confessional The punctuation and enjambment of 'routes, survivor I where' (addressed either to the witness/survivor who survives her or, self-referentially declaring herself as the 'survivor I where . . . ') confirm that she has weathered public ridicule and condemnation and lives to tell the tale, hence the shift to the present tense in the last lines. The word 'ridden', with its aural pun on 'written', indicates that it is the writing which invites Here, we see the relationship of control between doctor and patien and penitent; a relationship which is predicated on the desire to p the withholding of pleasure. The confessing subject wishes to swap gratify or amuse the confessor (doctor/comedian), instead o recipient of his favours: 'I called you every time I and made yourself.' The subject, in 'calling' the doctor 'every time', indicate wrest back control, a desire which is thwarted because it is confessor (the person spoken to) who retains authority, who has t power to call the shots: 'you send me off to boarding school in tr As Leigh Gilmore argues (here confirming Foucault's poin authority of the confessor):
The vow, 'So help me God,' seals the courtroom and the confessional a presence of a witness authorized to return a verdict, to determine veracity to judge innocence or guilt, to decide on absolution or damnation. The point here is that, however harrowing the subject matter (in th enemas of childhood I reeking of outhouses and shame') an expressive-in terms of offering relief or release-the poem see heart, a narrative, a construction, one of many made-up 'stories'. In an interview with Lois Ames, discussing the process and reward her play, Mercy Street (produced off Broadway in 1969), Sexton in her use of disparate personae beguiles rather than reveals:
With the play, I became each person-I love doing this. I think it's somet too. I do it pretty well. I become someone else. I tell their story. I love t first person, even when it isn't about me, and it's quite confusing to 57 Crawshaw Lectures (1), pp. 2, 3, HRHRC. 
